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Executive Summary:  
The act of land grabbing, or the purchase of large amounts of land by state and/or large 
corporations has been very prevalent in recent years in the developing world, particularly in 
Latin America. Populations, such as indigenous groups and afro-descendants, are extremely 
marginalized because of the effects of land grabbing. Consequences including reinforced income 
inequality, forced migration, and loss of territorial claims are occurring in countries such as 
Bolivia and Brazil. This practice has ties to colonialism in the region and has now been taking a 
new form via state actors and corporations who seek profits increases at the expense of 
populations inhabiting the land. This topic is part of a larger discussion of global shifts and the 
inequality it can create, state competition in the lens of realist theory, as well as the relationship 
and conflict between indigenous people and state actors. In this paper, we examine two case 
studies which help explain that land grabbing can lead to marginalization of indigenous groups 




 One process that has greatly affected contemporary development in Latin America is the 
act of land grabbing, also referred to as territorial restructuring. This process concerns the leasing 
or complete buyout of a section of land by state and transnational actors, which then can be used 
for economic and capital gains by these actors through agribusiness, natural resource extraction, 
timber collection and biofuel production. The practice is a topic of important discussion, and 
rightfully so, as the policies and decisions made regarding land grabbing involve many key 
actors and affect large populations. Inequitable land access can create strong and detrimental 
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political conflicts within a country furthering both perceived and real land tenure inequalities 
(Norton, Alwang and Masters, 2015:266). Land grabbing, while a relatively new phrase is not a 
new practice. The practice has been used for centuries and throughout these centuries has led to 
the marginalization of populations by those gaining profits from the lands they grab. Land 
grabbing is just another piece of the even larger puzzle of globalization. The developed world is 
no stranger to economic restructuring. Financial reconstruction of developing countries by 
primarily non-governmental organizations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 
the World Bank have also contributed through mandatory economic reform which promotes 
liberalization of land markets. Business is conducted more and more on an international level, as 
the world has been pushed more into a neoliberalized economic model. Transactions and 
connections are created on a world-scale, and actors who would have otherwise never set foot on 
this land are now the ones in direct control.  
This new adoption of economic policies and diversification of ownership has indeed 
brought success to some countries in the developed world. At times, land grabbing can provide 
excess capital for a nation or region as well as discouraging food insecurity and generating 
employment (especially in the agricultural sector) (Norton et. al., 2015:270). However, it 
certainly has its consequences, such as the marginalization of populations, the booting out of 
people from their native lands and the hampering of the livelihoods of these groups. Indigenous 
groups and afro-descendent peoples are two of the most marginalized and affected groups when 
analyzing who the actors are and which groups are affected by territorial restructuring in Latin 
America. Countries in Latin America have seen varying degrees of economic success since the 
rising trend of the liberalization of economic markets which began in the 1990’s in the region. 
What has not seen improvement, however, is the issue of economic and social inequality within 
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these countries especially among the aforementioned minority groups. For this project, we have 
been using the gini coefficient to measure inequality. It was created by Italian sociologist and 
statistician Corrado Gini, and it takes into account demographics, social trends and most 
importantly, income distribution among a given population and creates a measurement that 
makes it simpler to see a specific population’s overall rate of inequality. Income inequality exists 
when a large percentage of a country’s overall wealth is owned and controlled by only a select 
few elites (Stokel-Walker, 2015). 
The purpose of this research project is to illustrate that land grabbing has become 
possible through these new policies, highlighted by realist theory, and therefore can lead to 
inequality for indigenous and afro-descendant peoples in Latin America because it takes away 
their natural resources. It also forces migration, which in turn does not allow them to build up 
their wealth and further development, as conflict theory subsequently predicts. We will argue 
that the solutions of land grabbing are very limited because conflicts of interest in international 
politics constrict the effective actions that need to be taken. While the process of land grabbing 
oftentimes exists on a trans-continental scale, it is also worth seeing how some states and 
corporations located specifically in the region of Latin America have dominated the purchasing 
of land, and have exploited and marginalized afro-descendent and indigenous populations both 
amongst their own populations and in neighboring countries. We want to see how the process of 
creating inequality through land-grabbing manifests itself on a domestic and transnational level, 
and better understand power politics and international relations in the region.  
The act of land grabbing refers to the purchase of large amounts of land typically by 
transnational corporations, and state actors. The land is then used for large-scale agricultural 
production, biofuel, timber, and/or mining (Mollett, 2016:415). Land is a highly desired 
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commodity because of its capacity for production for entire populations and due to the profits it 
can bring its owners. With more and more people inhabiting the planet each and every day, there 
becomes less and less land to use for agricultural and natural resource production. However, 
more land is needed to feed an ever-growing world population and with the increased use of 
genetically modified organisms, land can yield more food, thereby increasing capital. For this 
reason, agricultural land becomes more appealing to foreign investors (Holt-Giménez and 
Shattuck, 2009). Governments often “pamper” these speculative foreign investors in order to 
take advantage of the opportunity for significant economic growth and development within their 
country (Zoomers, 2010:433).  
Regionally, Latin America has one of the highest average gini coefficients in the world 
(Central Intelligence Agency, 2018). Additionally, as seen throughout Latin America in the the 
20th century, natural resource markets are very susceptible to boom and bust cycles. Therefore, 
these markets are often a poor choice of being the grounding and base of a state’s economy 
(Bury and Bebbington, 2013:37). For the above reasons, it is important to explore the effects of 
land grabbing within the larger context of inequality, especially for countries looking to improve 
the status of their citizens as well as their economic status as a nation. We will use the United 
Nations’ (UN) definition of indigenous peoples: “inheritors and practitioners of unique cultures 
and ways of relating to people and the environment. They have retained social, cultural, 
economic and political characteristics that are distinct from those of the dominant societies in 
which they live” (United Nations: Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2019), as well as 
their definition of afro-descendants: “descendants of those Africans that were displaced to the 
Americas during the transatlantic slave trade many generations back, or more recent migrants 
who have journeyed to the Americas” (United Nations: Department of Public Information, 
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2015). We are using these particular definitions because of the oftentimes nebulous descriptions 
of what indigenous and afro-descendant’s groups actually include. Countries’ and regions’ 
peoples around the world have different histories and different patterns of human migration and 
habitation. To avoid any confusion and to eliminate any potential national bias, we have decided 
to use these aforementioned definitions provided by the UN. These specific populations make up 
a large portion of the “poorest of the poor” with regard to economic status in the region (Mollett, 
2016:414).  Taking into account the UN’s description of these groups, indigenous and afro-
descendant populations, together, account for about 210 million people in Latin America 
(Mollett, 2016:414). The current estimated population of Latin America and the Caribbean is just 
over 640 million, meaning these groups account for just under one third of the overall population 
within the region (World Bank Group, 2019). 
More specifically, 20 percent of the Bolivian population is recognized as indigenous, 
while 1 percent of their population is recognized as black. This means just under 2.4 million 
people in Bolivia are among these two populations. Indigenous and rural children are much less 
likely to be literate or acquire any education past primary school. Due to the country’s high 
poverty rates, a large portion of the working population lives abroad in order to send remittances 
back to their families still in Bolivia (Central Intelligence Agency, 2018). In Brazil, the latest 
census estimated 0.4 percent of the population to be indigenous, while 43.1 percent was mulatto 
(mixed black and white) and 7.6 percent was black (Central Intelligence Agency, 2018). Given 
our definition of afro-descendants, the mulatto population also fits in, meaning more than half of 
the 408 million people living in Brazil fall into the category of indigenous or afro-descendant. 
According to the Central Intelligence Agency’s World Factbook, “black, mixed race, and 
indigenous populations are disproportionately affected [by economic inequality]. Disparities in 
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opportunities foster social exclusion and contribute to Brazil's high crime rate, particularly 
violent crime in cities and favelas” (2018). Afro-Brazilians represent one of the most 
marginalized groups in Brazil. Among all ethnic groups in Brazil, this group ranks lowest on 
most social indicators. Unemployment rates are 35 percent higher than white Brazilians. 
Researchers cite this massive gap as stemming from a lack of proper fiscal policy by the state to 
address this issue (Pereira, 2016:4). 
The Brazilian state has been criticized for its lack of acknowledgement of this issue. 
Indigenous groups and poverty have become synonymous with each other at this point. S. James 
Anaya, an expert and activist on the status of indigenous groups stated, “It is evident that 
indigenous peoples frequently do not control the decisions that affect their everyday lives and 
their lands, even when their lands have been officially demarcated and registered, because of 
invasions and mining by outsiders and other factors” (UN News, 2008). Little power is given to 
these groups when decisions about land control are discussed, and the discrimination and lack of 
acknowledgement of indigenous rights seem to be a pattern in Brazilian policy making (UN 
News, 2008). Additionally, while these groups have made progress socially, it appears 
opportunities for upward movement within society are few and far between for indigenous 
populations. According to a World Bank Report on the status of indigenous populations in Latin 
America, “while indigenous peoples make up 8 percent of the population in the region, they 
represent approximately 14 percent of the poor and 17 percent of the extremely poor in Latin 
America” (World Bank, 2018). Unfortunately, this population group still faces problems with 





Governments of states play an important role in this issue, and the states we will be 
specifically analyzing are Bolivia and Brazil. Bolivia has experienced its fair share of economic 
turmoil and turnover in the past century, which had led to changes in governmental policies. 
These changes make Bolivia a target for land grabbing by international actors, which makes the 
country an important actor in the worldwide practice of land grabbing. Brazil has grown to 
become one of the largest economies in the world, and because of this growth, they have 
increased their involvement in foreign investment. Land grabbing is one way through which we 
can examine this involvement both inside and outside of the country. Brazil has become a key 
actor in land grabbing acquisitions. We will analyze its involvement in international land 
grabbing as well as its involvement in domestic regulation due to both its common practice land 
grabbing and its domestic problems with land grabbing. Many South American countries have 
very high levels of income inequality, making this region very appropriate to discuss in this 
context of land grabbing. This paper uses academic, peer-reviewed articles and case studies 
relevant to the topic and region, and our focus will be on two countries, Bolivia and Brazil. The 
Bolivian case study illustrates how Bolivians have been consistently oppressed by neighboring 
countries and other foreign actors due to their natural resource supply and how governmental 
policies can serve to encourage land grabbing activities throughout the region in search of 
economic gain. This study will help explain how indigenous, local people are affected by global 
powers and corporations. Our other case study is Terra Legal in Brazil, about indigenous 
peoples’ land holding rights and the insertion of Brazilian land grabbing policy into the Cerrado 
region of the country. An additional, yet similar theoretical framework will be used when 
analyzing this case study. 
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To better understand these trends and events, a theoretical framework is useful. We will 
first be analyzing the individual case studies from a realist lens to better understand how and why 
land grabbing occurs in the first place. Next, we will delve into how conflict theory then plays a 
role in the domestic relationships in each country. These theories will pit certain groups “in 
conflict” with one another. Because we are essentially arguing that one group is competing with 
another group for their own gain, this kind of perspective of the issue is necessary. While these 
two theories do in fact differ from one another, the main theme of competition transcends both, 
and competition of resources is a important theme in this project.  
 
Literature review and theoretical discussion: 
Realist theory focuses on the state, national interests, and military power within world 
politics. Realism emphasizes conflict between states and what they are willing to do for survival. 
Competition plays a key role in realist theory; determining who will possess power and control 
over a more vulnerable state. This theory depicts international affairs and its struggle for power 
among self-interested states; realists also tend to be pessimistic about the likelihood of 
eliminating conflict and war. “Classical realists” like Hans Morgenthau and Reinhold Niebuhr 
believed states, like humans, had the desire to dominate others which then led to wars (Walt, 
1998:2). The realist theory dominated during the Cold War era, influencing the minds of many 
political and military leaders. 
Relations within and between Latin American countries can have a short- or  
long-term effect depending on how resources are being extracted and what territories are being  
possessed. If conditions in the labor force are poor and not met to the workers expectations this 
could lead into conflict between corporations. The various actors, such as the states, the 
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corporations, and the indigenous groups all seem to be in conflict in this context. Realism is a 
theoretical framework used to understand international and domestic politics through the lens of 
competition and conflict. Actors in a realist’s perspective are primarily concerned with national 
security, the pursuit of national interests, and compete for power with other nations. This 
emphasis on power and self-interest undermines the importance of ethical norms between states 
and groups within these states. While many realists do acknowledge the presence of norms 
among actors, they believe that these norms do not hold the same significance when compared to 
the roles of power and progress of the nation that many state actors hold dear. By looking at this 
issue through a realist’s perspective, we will be able to better understand what role power has in 
the areas of agriculture and natural resource extraction, and we will be able to understand how a 
process such as land grabbing is being used to further expand a specific state actor’s dominance 
over another country or domestic group. It is important to understand how the conflict 
perspective manifests itself in the issue of inequality due to land grabbing. Bolivia and Brazil are 
the key state actors in this project, and we want to analyze their relations with their neighbors, 
but also how land grabbing inequality exists domestically, particularly among indigenous people 
and afro-descendants. 
Class conflict theory describes society as being a realm of competition, which in turn 
creates social change. The lower-class and the upper-class are in a constant battle. This is closely 
related to Marxist theory, which more specifically describes the conflict created when the upper-
class exploits the lower-class for their labor to make a substantial profit. Class conflict theory is 
just one small part of the larger concept of conflict theory, which can be more closely linked to 
other disparities between people such as religion or ethnicity. Topics such as resource 
management, power, and inequality are all relevant to class conflict theory. This theory also 
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relates to the realist’s theory of international relations, or realism. Realism focuses heavily on the 
state as the main actor, and in a realist’s view, states are competing with each other to have the 
most influence in different areas of world society. These theories will be useful when examining 
relations between important actors in the discussion of land grabbing such as indigenous groups, 
other ethnic groups, farmers, the international community, Brazil, Bolivia and their respective 
neighbors.  
 Conflict theory was influenced by the Marxist analysis of class structures and status. 
When talking about conflict theory we must look at the interstate and intrastate conflicts that 
influence how a state functions. For example, internal conflicts may determine how the people 
perceive their government and whether they are taking action or not. A database from Ethnicity 
and Conflict: Theory and Facts shows the trends in inter- and intrastate conflicts. The graph 
showed, “22 interstate conflicts with more than 25 battle-related deaths per year, and 9 of them 
have killed at least 1000 over the entire history of conflict,” (Esteban, Mayoral and Ray, 2012: 
858). Rebellions against the state on behalf of ethnic groups continue to be an internal conflict in 
many countries all over the world. The study notes that class and ethnicity have become drivers 
of conflict. “Class struggle, or more generally, economic inequality, has been viewed as the main 
driver of social conflict in industrial or semi-industrial society (15),” (Esteban et. al., 2012:858). 
Violence and injustice have increased throughout Latin America, influencing more activism 
within the states. Physical attacks but also epistemological, structured and institutional forms of 
marginalization and erasure are products of the political and historical foundations seen through 
violence associated with extractive technologies; this type of action is common in Colombia 
(McNeish, 2018:4). Numerous international human rights organizations have spoken about their 
concern about this new wave of violence. This type of movement is normally caused by 
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paramilitary and organized criminal groups that have possessed areas filled with rich reserves of 
minerals and other natural resources. 
Along with conflict and realist theory, racial realism also plays a role when discussing 
class struggles within land grabbing. As defined by Derrick Bell, a lawyer, professor and civil 
rights activist, ‘racial realism’ as a ‘philosophy [that] requires us to acknowledge the permanence 
of our subordinate status’ which ‘enables us to avoid despair, and frees us to imagine and 
implement racial strategies that can bring fulfillment and even triumph’ (373-374) (Aléman and 
Aléman, 2010:3-4). This influences the individual to look at the social reality of racial equality, 
which encourages the notion that racial equality is not a realistic goal, especially in Latin 
America where racism continues to be present. Once people of color accept this claim, Bell 
hopes that it will help foster strategies to alleviate the injustices within the social issues between 
classes (Aléman and Aléman, 2010:4).  
As previously mentioned, the actual act of land grabbing, we argue, falls under the scope 
of realist theory. Countries are pitted against each other in a desire to gain wealth. In these cases, 
this wealth derives from land and other natural resources. Some countries lack these assets while 
others possess them in abundance. This then leads to what we have defined as land grabbing. 
Once land grabbing occurs, conflict theory also begins to play a large role in the relationships 
between the people within the countries being land grabbed. Due to problems with wealth 
distribution both before and after the land grabbing process, inequality takes hold and forces 
marginalization as disenfranchisement. Both of these theories highlight the presence and 
importance of competition in a specific society as well as in a larger scope of international 
relations. They essentially represent the idea of non-stop conflict between groups, although each 
respective theory places emphasis over others on which actors are most involved in the conflict. 
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It is also important to note that while similar, realist has been shown to unfold prior to conflict 
theory, especially in the given case studies because it allows for land grabbing to occur in the 
first place. 
 
Colonialism and Land Grabbing: 
 A desire for wealth through both resource extraction and the acquisition of land is not a 
new phenomenon in any part of the world. In the context of Latin America, natural resource 
extraction and the hostile take-over of land began with Spanish and Portuguese Colonialism in 
the very late 15th and throughout the 16th centuries. A fascination with the wealth of natural 
resources in this “New World” is documented throughout Christopher Columbus and Bartolomé 
de Las Casas’ travel journals, as is the intention of servitude of Latin American people; in their 
notes saying, “they should be good servants” (Bury and Bebbington, 2013:27). In fact, nearly the 
entirety of Columbus’ first journal discussed the desire to find gold, extract gold and send gold 
back to Spain in order to gain wealth for the country. While the endeavor was originally a 
business venture to establish new commercial trade routes, it was quickly understood by all of 
the colonial interests involved that such a region such as Latin America, with its abundance of 
natural resources, would be much more profitable than new trade routes. Columbus also 
pondered the poor treatment of natives especially if they were to have any knowledge of the 
location of more gold deposits. Due to their harsh treatments of the natives within the context of 
gold hunting, local chiefs eventually began to lie about the whereabouts of gold or other natural 
resource deposits in order to protect their people from being tortured in order for the colonizers 
to gain information about additional gold deposit sites (Bury and Bebbington, 2013:28-29). 
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            Initially, “natural resource extraction” came in the form of plundering already-extracted 
precious metals. The Incan and Aztec Empires suffered from this plundering the most and were 
marginalized by their colonizers from the start of Latin American Colonization (Bury and 
Bebbington, 2013:30). The trauma faced by the Incan people is documented through their 
forcing out of indigenous areas and forceful entry into servitude at the hands of colonial rule. 
Violent resistance to this treatment resulted in negative and racist views of indigenous groups 
which many claim are still noticeable in Perú today (Covey, 2017:185-190). Along the same 
lines, Africans were also brought to Latin America during times of heavy extraction and 
agricultural production to serve as slaves. Their treatment as outsiders during colonial rule also 
caused them to face marginalization even a century after Latin America cut ties with Spain and 
Portugal (Mollett, 2016:419). The main mine sights during this time period were located in 
Mexico and Bolivia, countries, who to this day, are still heavy exporters of natural resources. 
Due to a lack of technological innovations, very few highly-productive and efficient mines were 
actually in operation in these areas during the late 15th and early 16th centuries, so human labor 
was largely necessary in order for these riches to the extracted and subsequently sent to Spain 
(Bury and Bebbington, 2013:34).  
            Unfortunately, Columbus’ legacy did not dissipate in the decades of colonialism to 
follow in Latin America. While originally a business venture to find new trade routes, 
Columbus’ eventual “business proposal” was one of his royal investors’ most lucrative 
endeavors. Between his discovery of the new world in 1492 and 1810, about 1,685 metric tons of 
gold and 85,991 metric tons of silver were shipped or exported from Latin America. Using the 
recent market value of these commodities, the combined present value of these two precious 
metals amounts to approximately 210 billion US dollars. With numbers this large, it is no 
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surprise they were triggered violence and the eventual decimation of native populations 
throughout the Western Hemisphere. A need for population centers near the mines also played an 
integral role in the location of major cities in Latin America which can still be observed today. 
The colonial legacy left by this mass extraction of natural resources in Latin America is a critical 
aspect of the regional history from which many of the region’s complex relations and 
geographies have evolved (Bury and Bebbington, 2013:30-36). 
 
Case Studies: 
For the past three decades, Bolivia has struggled with indigenous land dispossession and 
repossession due to their common entry and exit cycle (based on market price fluctuation) from 
the global economy. Due to their incorporation into the global market through mineral extraction 
and a subsequent re-entry into a similar market economy for natural gas, many of the indigenous 
land-owners and rural populations in Bolivia become marginalized due to the land they once 
relied on being grabbed. Many of the actors in these market integrations are foreign corporations 
who push out and remove these marginalized people from their livelihood methods, forcing them 
to migrate to areas where economic opportunities appear to be present (such as urban areas). 
Unfortunately, even in these urban areas with more dominant economic sectors, there is a lack of 
opportunity for these indigenous and rural populations who have previously depended on rural 
activities such as farming to sustain and support their livelihoods. Many countries are constantly 
incorporated, disincorporated and then reincorporated to global markets especially when their 
economies rely on natural resources and their associated price fluctuations. Due to this ever-
changing economic dynamic, the economic oppression of local people within these given 
countries also ebbs and flows. If a new market opportunity arises and requires an influx of labor, 
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exploitation of the population (especially indigenous and afro-descendant populations) is more 
likely to occur. This exploitation can eventually give way to marginalization or absolute 
exclusion of these peoples. This marginalization is enhanced when populations see what few 
resources remain for them in order to maintain their livelihoods, as in the case of Bolivia (Kaup, 
2013:112-114). 
            Bolivia’s dominant economic sectors alone present a problem with economic 
development and sustainability. Due to their reliance on natural resources, the country is 
susceptible to boom and bust cycles leading to severe unemployment and, at times, severe 
poverty (Bury and Bebbington, 2013:37). Additionally, as the prices of natural resources rise and 
fall with speculation and the global market, transnational corporations will look to leave and 
return to the area. This random re-entry and exit leads to changes in the prices of the resource 
areas and the land around these areas. When the prices dip, transnational corporations are more 
likely to “grab” or invest in this land as well as the land around it. This only serves to further the 
issues faced by marginalized populations by taking more land from them and forcing more and 
more of them into urban areas to face further discrimination (Kaup, 2013:112). In the early 
1900s, tin became a major contributor to the Bolivian economy. In fact, the industry took what 
some may call oligarchic control over Bolivia. While the tin industry began to decline in the 
1940s, social unrest among “campesinos” or individuals originally booted from their land 
through the processes of tin mining became increasingly forceful in their struggle for economic 
opportunities. These groups worked towards regaining the land taken from them and in 1952. 
The Bolivian Government eventually conceded to the nationalization of mines and new land 
reform processes. This in turn created the COMIBOL (Corporación Minera de Bolivia), a 
Bolivian state-owned mining company and redistributed over five million hectares of land. 
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Unfortunately, these gains were less beneficial than promised. A lack of prior investment into 
mining technologies impeded progress towards the reentry of COMIBOL mines into the global 
market and campesinos were typically given very small plots of land to conduct agribusiness. A 
further issue faced by the marginalized populations in Bolivia was increasing inequality between 
the country’s elites (especially those involved in mining practices) and campesinos. Those 
working in the mines experienced unemployment and dangerous work situations. This difficulty 
was also experienced by campesinos who “were continually dispossessed and pushed out of 
legitimate forms of work.” Many turned to coca cultivation which would also prove problematic 
for their livelihoods due to its involvement in the American “War on Drugs” (Kaup, 2013:114-
120). 
            During this same time period and following a long period of inflation within the country, 
the Bolivian Government also established what is known as the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 
order to rejuvenate the mineral sector of the economy. This policy adopted neoliberal policies 
such as private investment and liberalized trade, seemingly inviting companies to engage in land 
grabbing (Kaup 2013:117). Such companies included Petrobras, a Brazilian oil company who 
played a major role in a natural gas pipeline to carry Bolivian natural gas to Brazilian markets. 
The Bolivia-Brazil Gas Pipeline project planning began in the 1970s. Construction on the project 
was delayed however, political and economic problems correlated with the NEP. The budget for 
the pipeline was $2,015,000,000 and was financed by a multitude of corporations, including the 
World Bank, the Export-Import Bank of Japan, the Brazilian Banco Nacional de 
Desenvolvimiento Econômico e Social and many others. A Bolivian company owned 51 percent 
of the shares of the pipeline, while other oil companies (such as Shell, Enron and Petrobras) 
owned smaller percentages of the shares. This pipeline was one of many endeavors taken on by 
17 
the NEP to encourage international involvement within the Bolivian market (Castillo and 
Painter, 2014:120). This encouragement of international involvement serves to highlight the role 
realist theory has played in the Bolivian Case Study. Out of a desire for economic gain, countries 
such as Brazil and corporations throughout the world jumped on the opportunity to be involved 
in Bolivian natural resource extraction. This desire for wealth and power is just one of many 
possible forms of realism occurring in Latin America. One differing aspect of these Bolivian 
land grabs; however, is that campesinos were able to help enforce rules of the contract regarding 
the pipeline and protest certain aspects of its proposal (Castillo and Painter, 2014:121-122). 
These actions are encouraging with regard to the inclusion and more complete understanding of 
the marginalization and disenfranchisement that has taken place through land grabbing, 
specifically in Bolivia. 
            The processes of land grabbing by natural resource extracting transnational corporations 
in Bolivia played a large role in “large-scale internal migration.” In other words, previously rural 
populations flee their existing lands in order to converge on urban areas where there is a belief 
they can make a better living. However, the marginalization of these populations does not 
disappear once they arrive in urban areas. Seemingly fewer opportunities for economic 
advancement exist in urban areas due to a lack of prior exposure to such sectors for the 
marginalized populations, so these groups were left with few options. Thus, the marginalized and 
disenfranchised groups coalesce to challenge the way in which Bolivia is involved in the global 
economy and the global economy is involved in it (Kaup, 2013:124). Specifically in the case of 
Bolivia, those who were forced from their land due to undermined livelihoods from the entrance 
of transnational corporations often fled to the outskirts of some of the country’s largest cities. 
Three of the largest cities in Bolivia nearly doubled in size between 1976 and 1992. Due to an 
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influx of workers, the economies within these cities as well as employers, were forced to turn to 
providing jobs within the informal economy. These informal economy jobs payed less in wages 
and typically included little to no benefits for the workers, pushing these indigenous groups 
further into the poverty cycle (Kaup, 2013:119). The fact these marginalized groups are 
represented by private, independent organizations works to their advantage in being able to 
function separately from state actors and; therefore, voice their needs and opinions without any 
state influence (Painter and Castillo, 2014:123). This represents tenants of both conflict theory 
and realist theory due to the international and domestic actors involved and working to gain 
power over one another. 
 With specific regard to the Bolivian case study, both theoretical perspectives can be seen 
occurring in a two-step process. The first is that of realism taking root in the New Economic 
Policy and long before its implementation. This policy encourages international involvement 
within the Bolivian economy, which invites other countries and corporations to expand their 
interests within the Bolivian state. As realist theory predicts, these countries and corporations 
gain an increasing role within both the society and the politics of Bolivia. This slow 
accumulation of power through land grabbing allows for these actors to influence the lives of 
those indigenous and afro-descendant populations in Bolivia, especially through forced 
migration and the plundering of their income sources. In short, realist theory serves to explain 
how land grabbing occurs in countries such as Bolivia, who have begun to look toward foreign 
involvement in order to strengthen their economy. The role of conflict theory is just as critical 
but functions to explain the reasons for domestic conflicts within the country, rather than the 
outside influences of these conflicts. Internally, groups such as the conglomeration of 
campesinos have formed. Often times, these groups are locked in a peaceful conflict with the 
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government in order to gain rights and incomes that may be taken away through the land 
grabbing. The marginalization of these rural populations and their forced migration is a result of 
the class struggle, which is inherently correlated with conflict theory. According to some 
theorists, class struggle can be seen as a direct driver of internal conflicts within societies. The 
current and past states of Bolivia exemplify this correlation (Esteban et. al., 2012:858).  
The global ideology of land grabbing has been led by two movements. The first is large-
scale land grabbing by land-poor and capital-capital rich governments or large corporations often 
involved in agriculture, while the second consists of export-oriented investors in capital-poor yet 
land-rich countries (Oliveira, 2013:261). In Brazil, the first is the most prominent of the land 
grabbing movements in the country. The main issue faced in the country is “the exploitation of 
people and the environment…with poor regulatory mechanisms – even as it highlights 
opportunities from domestic and foreign investment” (emphasis added) (Oliveira, 2013:262). 
Privatization of land is a method in which pre-existing land claims can be solidified and put into 
writing, protecting this land and its owners from the threat of land grabbing by the state and 
private corporations. However, in the Amazon-Cerrado region of Brazil, the Terra Legal 
regularization programme seems to allow for or even encourage land grabbing. This “legal” land 
grabbing leads to extensive inequality and the expansion of agribusiness in the Amazonian 
corridor (which makes up about 25 percent of the ecosystem in Brazil) through Terra Legal’s 
undermining of land redistribution programs (Oliveira, 2013:262). Terra Legal, as previously 
mentioned was proposed and put into place because problems of land grabbing are not new in 
this region or the Amazon region of Brazil. Issues with the unequal treatment of indigenous 
groups and unfair land distribution were very prevalent in 2008 when “53% of the land in the 
Amazon was either occupied without formal recognition of tenure or ambiguously classified, 
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including privatized lands under suspicion of illegality...and indigenous or traditional community 
lands unrecognized by law” (Oliveira, 2013:267). It is no surprise such legacies, in a similar 
form to the legacies tied to colonialism, still run deep within Latin American development. 
Policies, such as Terra Legal, provide distinct “powers of exclusion” without providing 
explanations or straying away from previous colonial views. The policy also allows for the 
encouragement of land grabbing and thus, foreign investment in some regions of the country is 
frowned upon while the action is seemingly encouraged in other areas. Not only has this practice 
damaged the fragile ecosystem on the edge of and consequently in the Amazon rainforest, those 
looking to expand agribusiness in the region have booted out indigenous, peasant homesteaders 
in the Cerrado, a region in west-central Brazil that borders the Amazon rainforest (Oliveira, 
2013:263). Terra Legal was implemented by the Brazilian Government in 2009 to better ensure 
land tenure rights to indigenous groups living on or homesteading federal lands, or lands that 
were distributed to such smallholders in the 1970s without distinct property ownership titles in 
the Cerrado region. This previous lack of clear legal ownership has led to consistent illegal land 
appropriation and violent land conflicts, especially among indigenous populations (Federal 
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2018). However, some claim the new 
multi-step Terra Legal policy has disenfranchised such populations as opposed to helping them. 
While the policy is an attempt to better recognize the tenure of land by homesteaders, it 
seemingly focuses less on smaller landholders as compared to large, Brazilian agribusiness 
corporations looking to obtain these plots. In fact, due to the large number of steps required in 
order to obtain the lands through the Terra Legal Process, Terra Legal agents have submitted 
claims and contacted geo-referencing firms at a much faster rate than any recognition or 
regularization of indigenous lands in the region (Oliveira, 2013:273). Part of this could be due to 
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a lack of legal and instructional resources for these indigenous groups, as well as a lack of 
knowledge regarding the operation of the program itself. Thus, highlighting the need for simpler 
and more accessible methods of obtaining or keeping land for these marginalized groups. 
            Overall, the newly implemented policy in Brazil has enhanced the environmental 
protection of the areas bordering the Amazon rather than the protection of the people within the 
Cerrado. One existing problem is the lack of a clear boundary between the savanna and forest 
land of the Cerrado and the rainforest land of the Amazon, contributing to the environmental 
degradation of the area as well as the marginalization of groups who have often been there for 
much longer periods of time. Currently, many large-scale agribusinesses and international 
partnerships still dominate the ownership of land in the Cerrado due to regional policies in place 
prior to the creation of Terra Legal. This policy leans toward the creation of land privatization 
rights; therefore, this breeds complications between state governance and conservation and 
production rights. These processes have also appeared “to intensify and concentrate capitalist 
agribusiness production while accommodating environmental and social reforms” but due to the 
blurred borders of the Cerrado and the Amazon “the state is ultimately beholden to capitalist 
agribusiness and extractivist interests” rather than the interests of those who have cultivated the 
land for many prior generations (Oliveira, 2013:278-279). Oliveira also argues this Terra Legal 
policy does work to discourage international actors working towards land grabbing and business 
expansion in this region but simultaneously inserting Brazilian agribusiness companies into these 
areas (2013:279). 
 Terra Legal is an example of the power of the state to discourage realist theory from 
interfering within their country. However, as can be seen through the implementation of the 
Terra Legal Policy, in a country as expansive as Brazil, this proves rather difficult. The realist 
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ideals of neighboring countries and transnational corporations are difficult to combat, especially 
when the focus is solely on one region of the 6th largest country in the world (Central 
Intelligence Agency, 2018). Yet again, realism allows for land grabbing to occur in Brazil due to 
an international desire for wealth accumulation and their abundance of land. 
            This paradox can be attributed to the tenants of class conflict theory and the Brazilian 
desire to expand the country economically. Conflict theory studies indicate, often times, inner-
country dissention stems from ethnic or religious disparities (Esteban, et. al., 2012:864-865). 
Such disparities can be seen throughout the Cerrado region of Brazil. Specifically through the 
heavier focus on larger agribusiness corporations rather than the land rights of smaller, lower 
class landowners who are often among the regional indigenous populations. Proponents of class 
conflict theory would see this as a prime example of the bourgeoisie exploiting the proletariat. 
As the bourgeoisie are the ones who control the means of production that the indigenous people 
once provided, the indigenous people are the group who will see the effects of the declining 
market first hand. The corporations have power over the workers, or in this case, the land 
inhabitants, and the conflict between the classes is common. Due to the conflictual nature of 
political and economic power within countries, meaningful redistribution is often quite difficult. 
Unfortunately, the mere fact that a new policy has been implemented or change has taken place 
does not guarantee a successful reform has transpired. It takes years in order to notice any 
significant changes in the equality of groups after land reform has occurred (Norton et. al., 
2015:264). These conflicts can lead to fractionalization or a conflict stemming from the lack of 
accessibility to private payoffs such as land ownership and regularization. This fractionalization 
is only enhanced through ethnic markers such as an inability to protect homesteaded land 
(Esteban et. al., 2012:864-865). Therefore, the Terra Legal land regularization programme may 
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only enhance the conflicts and inequality within the region especially among disenfranchised 
land owners such as indigenous and afro-descendant groups. 
 
Discussion: 
 The problem of inequality demands to be addressed. Inequality dampens economic 
growth and it can add to the already high levels of poverty throughout the world. While it is a 
problem worldwide, inequality is rampant in Latin America. In order to develop and begin to 
prosper as a region (and as individual nations), Latin America should implement policies to 
protect their marginalized populations from both further marginalization as well as to lift them 
from the current state they are in.  
One of the possible solutions for better land distribution in Latin America would be a 
land tenure to land holding rights act. Similar to those previously enacted in the United States, 
homesteading acts allow for marginalized populations to spend time on and improve public lands 
for a given period of time. Once this time has passed, a small fee is paid and the land is theirs 
(Canaday, Reback and Stowe, 2015:400). In order for such a policy to be implemented, certain 
details, such as the designation of certain public lands will be required. It will also need to be 
determined which groups will get the access to these lands. However, one problem that may arise 
with this is the cultural view of land ownership, especially among indigenous populations. Laws 
may need to evolve to circumvent the issues that may arise within this context. Methods to 
combat a lack of belief in true land ownership could include group or community ownerships 
that do not tie a piece of land to one specific person or a few people, but rather an entire 
indigenous community or ethnicity. 
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An additional solution or method to combat the rampant inequality could be royalty 
rights given to those who previously owned or homesteaded the lands being used for mineral 
extraction by foreign entities and transnational companies. Recently, the Australian Mining and 
Petroleum Law Association put out a range of Model Documents, whose purpose is to help in the 
creation of laws and contracts regarding mineral and petroleum rights. The documents and 
outlines are highly flexible and have been adopted by natural resource industries outside of the 
Australian region in order to efficiently establish royalty rights for those whose land is being 
used for extraction (Grace and Bassett, 2015:34-35). For these reasons, such documents could 
easily be adopted by transnational companies looking to invest in or lease land from indigenous 
groups. Not only would both parties benefit, indigenous and rural populations would benefit 
greatly from an extra source of income. These policy recommendations will help clarify who has 
the rights to land and in some cases, may benefit indigenous and afro-descendant groups by 
giving them property rights to certain plots of land they have long homesteaded or cultivated.  
Finally, an additional method to benefit these disenfranchised groups would be through 
the simplifications of such written rules and processes, allowing for a better understanding and a 
greater ability to act upon such rights. As can be seen in the Terra Legal policy, there are many 
bureaucratic hoops that must be jumped through in order to successfully and legally obtain the 
land (Oliveira, 2013:273). In some cases, for marginalized groups, there is a lack of resources to 
correctly and efficiently obtain the necessary legal documentation associated with obtaining land 
rights. This being said, regulations should still be in place and will be helpful in the long run for 
the process of land acquisition because they will allow for a straightforward legal interpretation 
of land ownership for indigenous and afro-descendant populations as well as transnational 
corporations looking to obtain land in the given country. 
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A trend seen in Bolivia could help indigenous and afro-descendant populations 
significantly within Brazil. Bolivian organizations associated with indigenous populations are 
privatized and lack direct involvement with state entities which allows such groups to have a 
voice, in even in the face of marginalization. On the other hand, Brazilian indigenous groups are 
part of and/or very involved within state institutions which can serve to remove their voice when 
it comes to marginalization and the voicing of their opinions (Painter and Castillo, 2014:123). 
So, in the case of Brazil, a more collective, privatized group of indigenous or afro-descendant 
people may help to make their voices and opinions heard as well as respected. This would allow 
for more avocation down the road if further problems arise with marginalization and inequality 
in the country. 
According to Norton et. al., market-based land redistribution may be one of the most 
successful ways to face the problem of inequality through land ownership. However, these 
efforts tend to be complicated and often include three steps; “legal definition and assignment of 
property rights, creating the legal framework for efficient functioning of the markets themselves, 
and insuring that complementary markets, particularly finance and insurance, function 
efficiently” (2015:268). Breaking down such a process into a step-by-step, long term plan may 
help both countries to stifle their current problems with inequality. The first of these steps; 
however, needs to be a recognition of the problem and a deliberate effort to address the problems 
of inequality. While not accomplishing all of its goals, Brazil’s Terra Legal land regularization 
program is a step in the correct direction, as are prior attempts to impose some of these 
recommendations. However, and rather unfortunately, previous tend to prove rather unsuccessful 




 Through our investigation, it appears land grabbing plays an integral role in the inequality 
faced by indigenous and afro-descendant populations in Latin America. Natural resource 
extraction and forced migration remove these populations from their lands and livelihoods, 
forcing them to look for other income sources, where they may be further marginalized. It is easy 
to see what role realism plays in international relations and a desire for economic gain through 
the case studies discussed. Unfortunately, these populations are not unfamiliar with 
marginalization. As statistics show, from the beginning of the colonial period, indigenous and 
afro-descendant populations have been treated as “lesser” people through original colonial 
practices up to current day gini coefficient measures. Specific definitions of these given 
populations helps to better delineate those who fit into such categories, as these categories 
include large percentages of the Latin American population.  
Additionally, competition for natural resources can be traced back to the early period of 
colonialism. Spain and Portugal, alike, had an involved presence in the extraction of resources in 
Latin America during this time. Each respective empire competed fiercely against each other and 
took extreme measures to have more economic and land influence than the other. This in turn 
forced the movement of people from their homelands to build up each empire’s wealth through 
resource extraction and land acquisition. This set the stage for the process of land grabbing in the 
20th and 21st centuries.  
Though the era of colonialism has long passed, the act of land grabbing still continues 
and exists under similar conditions to those of the 15th and 16th centuries. The main actors in the 
contemporary discussion of land grabbing are no longer colonizers, but rather state actors and 
corporations. These new actors’ actions still resemble steps taken by the Spanish and Portuguese 
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colonizers during the colonial period. When countries in Latin America, such as Bolivia and 
Brazil, adopted new, international, market-oriented economic models, they were not afraid of 
negative consequences impacting the livelihoods of significant numbers of people within the 
populations. Realism helps explain why the conditions of marginalization can exist and how land 
grabbing occurs: the constant state of competition between actors on an international level as 
well as an endless desire for wealth accumulation. Foreign financial organizations got involved 
from the beginning of Bolivia’s emerging neoliberal economy, and this made Bolivia act at the 
mercy of these organizations and states, weakening their influence and the rights of indigenous 
and afro-descendant groups to own lands, with rural indigenous populations being especially 
affected through lost sources of employment and income. Thereby causing migration to urban 
areas where the indigenous people had little prospect and familiarity. When taking a conflict 
theory lens to this case study, it is clear populations throughout Bolivia are at odds and in 
constant competition with one another. However, through the gathering of campesinos once 
rapid marginalization took hold, these populations have been able to make their voices heard. 
This state of constant conflict seemingly helped to push these groups together to form a unified 
voice. 
In the case of Terra Legal, land grabbing seemed to be somewhat encouraged by the 
Brazilian government to create revenue for the country as a whole in specific regions of the 
country, while simultaneously being frowned upon in other regions. The policy does address 
issues of exploitation of land by foreign companies, but in this case, exploitative foreign 
corporations are ultimately replaced by domestic agribusinesses (Oliveira, 2013). Introduction of 
domestic agribusinesses does not address the issue of the disenfranchisement of indigenous and 
afro-descendant populations. Realist theory explains why land grabbing happens in this context. 
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Within Brazil both the land grabber and the land “grabbee” (being the nation of Brazil) look to 
gain economic power through land grabbing. Furthermore, conflict theory explains why land 
grabbing exploits the affected populations. There is a state of discord between those who are 
obtaining the land through the newly implemented Terra Legal Land Program and those who are 
consequently pushed from their lands. This discord is between two specifically and clearly 
differing social classes. 
National policy has played both a negative and positive role in the encouragement of this 
inequality, as can be seen through the Bolivian and Brazilian case studies. Realist and conflict 
theories help us understand that Bolivia and Brazil are in a constant state of competition for 
resources due to a desire for furthering of economic development. However, with this desire for 
economic development comes the marginalization of certain classes. In our modern capitalist 
world, built on heavy competition and profit, it is hard to say whether or not this trend will go 
away if indigenous and afro-descendant populations continue to not be heard and represented by 
their state’s government. Fortunately, certain policies may be put in place and in time, better 
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